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Dear Reader:

 

What does it take to break a seven-year curse, for a woman who no longer believes in miracles?

 

Love.

 

Selkie myths and legends are alive and well. Werewolves have fascinated us for centuries. And I was crazy enough to combine the two. When a confirmed bachelor warrior on a quest meets a single mother with a tragic past, their lives are transformed.

 

We can’t ever predict the road life takes us down, but we can roll with it and be prepared for surprises and lessons along the way. Just open your heart to experience the joy and wonder of it all!




 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

“Bran, don’t go.” Finora handed him his seabag. Rona, the ginger cat, wound around her ankles with a plaintive meow.

“One last trip and we’ll have enough coin for a boat of our own.” In the flickering candlelight, Bran’s copper-green eyes gleamed down at her from a face ruddied by years of salt air winds and pounding surf. “Think on it, Nora. No more working for others. None to answer to but ourselves.”

The supreme irony—he worked so hard for his own freedom while denying her own—wasn’t lost on her. Her heart ached. She pushed that familiar pain aside. “I’ve a bad feeling about this trip. Clouds pile up just beyond the horizon and the wind rises. Please stay here with me.”

“Know what I think?” He slipped a thick arm about her waist to draw her closer. “I believe the moon’s clouded your judgment. I know why you wish me to stay.” His voice dropped to a whisper as he said, “You burn with the full moon. No matter what you say by light of day, Sea Witch, by night you’re mine and mine alone.”

His words crawled under her humanized skin, through her mind. She’d tried so hard to resist the lure of the goddess, to ignore the craving, the need for her husband, her captor. This was all he ever saw of her, and she hated him for that. Yet, a contrary part of her loved him, curse her fickle heart. She railed against the influence of the full moon overhead, even as her blood boiled at his touch. Her mind clouded as he fumbled with the laces of her bodice. The seabag hit the floor with a thud. His big, work-calloused hands cupped her breasts and then she couldn’t think at all. She needed him more than her next breath, gloried in his total domination.

He took her there on the plank table, fast and furious. She didn’t care. ’Twas the way of the selkie cow to yield to the strongest bull, and she burned for her mate now. Only he could ease the fire in her blood, if for but a little while.

Shattering around him with a wild cry, she trembled in his rough embrace as he too shuddered with release.

“By the gods, Witch.” Bran staggered back, his face flushed as he caught his breath. “You make me forget what I was doing.” Green eyes narrowed, he smoothed his dark, mussed curls then straightened his clothing. Buttoning his pea coat, he bent to hoist the seabag. “Never fear, I’ll be home afore the next full moon.” With a wink, he was gone. The door slammed with a sense of finality.

She slid off the table, stumbled to catch her balance. Staring around at her home, her prison, she flapped her skirts and relaced her bodice. Well, ’twas no help for it. He was gone again, off to sea. She…envied him. Without that key to freedom, she was stuck here—for good. She cursed her long-ago naïve carelessness that gave him this ultimate power over her. The sea called to her with every wave, with every breath. Though her soul bled, she was unable to respond. Without her stolen—hidden—sealskin, she was damned to this human form. She could never return home. Some days ’twas enough to make her ache for death. Except for…

“Mama?” That precious voice dragged her back from the Dark.

“Coming, Poppet.” Finora entered the nursery, stepping around the massive black-and-white dog drooling on his paws. A small figure with dark, tangled curls sat up in bed. Braeca, the one good thing to come of her ties with Bran. “What’s wrong?”

“Bad dweam,” the two-year-old confessed. “Wind. Big waves.”

Finora’s heart seized. Had her daughter inherited her curse, the Sensing? “’Twas just a dream.” Lying on the edge of the bed, she drew the lass close. “Shh, now. I’ve got you. No more nightmares.” She sang of blue skies, cry of gulls, sun shimmering on peaceful waves. Braeca’s seal-brown eyes closed, and she slipped her thumb in her mouth as she drifted off to sleep.

Finora eased off the bed. The dog, Storm, watched her go. With Rona, the cat, in her wake, Finora climbed the stairs to the Light, the chamber of flame and mirrors atop the tower entrusted to her as Bran’s wife. Keeper of the Light, guardian for all mortal souls that sailed above the waves. The lighthouse inherited by Bran from his grandmother signaled the way clear of the rocks that sheltered the safe harbor of Lighthaven. She snorted. That’s what they’d named it, the harbor and town that flanked her prison. Lighthaven. Foolish humans, entrusting a sea witch with their fragile mortal lives. Had she been a vengeful creature…

But she wasn’t. She buffed mirrors that didn’t need cleaning, trimmed wicks, added oil. She lit the lamps and replaced the chimneys. She’d friends below, people in no way responsible for Bran’s actions. Her own foolishness had brought her to this end. She’d no one to blame but herself.

~ * ~

The dream came to her a week later.

Thunder crashed. Icy rain poured sideways. Clouds covered the crescent moon. Lightning flashed, struck the mast, an explosion of light and splintered wood, burning ropes, and falling sails. The ship bucked, listed in the churning sea. Waves surged over the sides of the doomed vessel, made the deck treacherous. Voices screamed to their gods as men grabbed what they could to avoid sliding overboard to their deaths.

Finora cried out in her sleep, unable to wake, unable to save them. The sea goddess, Cilaniestra, would not be denied Her due this night.

With a horrific grinding, the ship twisted beyond all salvaging. Timbers shattered, broke apart.

Finora’s lungs threatened to burst as she slipped beneath the voracious waves, as crushing darkness took her… Her eyes refocused on the stern of the ship, at the name painted in green letters—

Hope of Lighthaven.

Finora tore herself from the dream, sat up in bed. Gasping. Shaking. Cold to the bone. Bran, Ranulf, Viktor, and all the others. Lost. Gone forever. Her heart bled for Mari, for all the other wives, now widows. And she cried for her own loss. Bran had taken to his watery grave the secret of where he’d hidden her skin.

The full moon came and went. But this time there was no burning. She quaked with the realization that Bran had left something of himself behind, after all. She was pregnant again.

Would she ever be free?




 

 

 

 

One

 

Four Years Later

He was Trystan, mightiest of the clan guardians, scourge of demon and hellhound alike. Well he recalled marching into battle to the sound of pipes and drums, the cries of the enemy, and the smell of their sweat, their fear. The predator in him gloried in the taste of their blood…

“The mighty Trystan, who can’t free his head from yon bucket for two breaths in a row,” his mentor, Niadh, thought-sent.

The great wooden sailing vessel plunged through yet another rolling wave, and Trystan’s retching began anew. He groaned. His sides ached from hours of heaving over said bucket, although his stomach had long since emptied. The air in the cabin was stifling and foul, but he was too weak to stand to open the porthole, and Niadh in his current lupine form had no hands to do so, either.

A knock heralded Giles, the Lighthaven sailor who booked this passage from hell. “Came to see if you still breathed.”

“Wish I didn’t.” Lord of the Mountains, Lord of the Night, Son of the Moon…brought down by mere water. ’Twas beyond humiliating.

Giles grimaced. “I’m sure. Pgah, it reeks in here.” He crossed the floor to open the porthole. Fresh salt air swept into the cabin. He handed Trystan a cup of brackish water. “Rinse your mouth, and I’ll get rid of this bucket.” He was as good as his word, removing the foul-smelling bucket as Trystan collapsed onto his berth.

“’Twas your idea to come, remember?” Niadh asked.

Unfortunately, Trystan recalled the beginning moment of his own folly all too well. Standing in Queen Dara’s cave, staring at the pictographs on the wall of the last dragon guardians flying off into the setting sun. Vowing to follow them westward, to find them and demand to know why they’d abandoned his people. He’d marched out of the mountains with Niadh and Ealga, the great mountain eagle, across the snow-covered plains of Arcadia to Land’s End. There, a vast expanse of salt water blocked his path. A conversation with Giles in a smoky pub had landed him passage on the Sunrisen, a merchant vessel setting out on the first trip of spring, her hold filled with timber, coal, and hides.

And so, here he was. “Sun and moon, what was I thinking?”

Niadh nudged Trystan’s hand with his cold, wet nose. “You thought of our people, like a guardian. None can fault you for that.”

He stared into his wolf-kin mentor’s silver eyes. “I’m sorry for dragging you with me. I’m sorry the Council punished you with that form and tied you to me.”

“You weren’t meant for Wolf Clan, but Badger.” If a wolf could shrug, Niadh did so. “’Twas my own error to bite you during the full moon. ’Tis my own fault Badger Clan is now short a warrior. Teaching you The Way and guarding your back be a wee price to pay.”

“But you can’t shift. You can’t heal if you can’t shift.”

“I can heal. Slow, like any other creature.” Niadh closed his teeth around Trystan’s hand. “Go to sleep.”

Trystan closed his eyes, drifted off to the rock of the ship, the sound of birds and waves.

~ * ~

A pounding on the door woke him. Giles burst in. “If you’re not dead, on your feet. We need all hands on deck.”

“What’s going on?” Trystan struggled into his boots.

“Black sails spotted on the horizon.” Giles’s face was grim. “Corsair vessel. They prowl these waters between Land’s End and Lighthaven in search of prey like us. They’re small and swift while we lumber along like a pregnant woman in her last month. We can’t run for long. They’ll stalk us through the night and be on us by dawn. We can but fight.”

Trystan grabbed his boar spear, battle axes, and knives. “If we lose?”

“They’ll keep the ship. They want the cargo. They’ll spare Doc and the cook. The rest of us are but fodder for the deep. Fight well, and they might sell you to those that traffic in gladiators, but you’ll be chained to the oars ’til the day they dock.”

“I wasn’t born to be another man’s slave.”

Niadh bared his fangs, black fur standing on end.

“You’ve never fought on a pitching deck, have you?” Giles asked.

Trystan shook his head.

“Once the blood starts running, deck gets slippery. You’ll want to widen your stance, keep your knees bent. Shift your weight against the pitch.”

“Not unlike the rope bridges in training,” Niadh said.

Trystan recalled how many times those accursed bridges had dumped him on his arse in freezing-cold mountain-stream water. Not a comparison he’d have favored, no matter how accurate. He clenched his jaw. He’d not come all this way to be foiled by a bunch of thieving pirates. His journey was to Lighthaven and he’d not be stopped before then, bad food and seasickness notwithstanding.

They went out into the passageway. Trystan’s gaze locked on the white face of Toby, the cabin boy. Big green eyes wide with fright, the lad gripped a cook’s knife in his thin hand. Trystan frowned at the concept of an armed eight-year-old, more dangerous to himself than anyone else. “Stay with him, Niadh. With your claws, you’re safer belowdecks. If they make it this far, he’ll need you.”

“I’ve no desire to feed the fishes.”

To guard the weak and helpless was why they were created. Niadh would guard Toby with his last dying gasp. Trystan hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Surely the merchantmen were prepared to repel boarders.

He followed Giles up the companionway stairs, out into a hornet’s nest of activity. Ealga plummeted from the mast to land on his shoulder, dug her talons into the quilted leather jerkin, and flapped her wings to keep her balance. Her weight threw his own balance off, but he widened his stance to compensate for the pitching deck.

Captain Reed approached. Trystan marveled such a great bull of a man rode the deck as lightly as Giles. “But a matter of time afore they close in. If we can reach Lighthaven, they’ll veer off. They hunt their prey in open waters. They’ve no desire to risk the wrath of the wizard.”

Wizard? What wizard? Trystan frowned at Giles. “Something slip your mind?”

Giles flushed. “We don’t know if he’s a wizard or not. They moved into Widow Sera’s manor. Him and his daughter. They don’t mix with our folk. ’Tis naught but rumors.”

“Back to lookout.”

“Aye, Cap’n.” Giles nodded and scrambled up the knotted line, which hung down the mast from the crow’s nest, to follow those ominous black sails.

Trystan’s stomach lurched just watching Giles sway in the wind, and he lowered his gaze to meet Reed’s. “What do you wish me to do ’til there’s need to fight?”

“You’re no sailor.”

“Mayhap not, but I’m not useless, either. I’ll earn my passage. Give me something to do where I won’t be in anyone’s way and there’ll be an end to it.” Trystan closed his eyes and brushed Ealga’s mind, pictured a ship with black sails. “Find it. Watch it.”

Fierce and focused, she launched herself into the air.

“Where’s your wolf?”

“Guarding Toby belowdecks. Dangerous on deck. No way to catch himself should the ship list.”

“Fetch buckets of sand and line them up along the sides. When you’re done, help Doc.”

Trystan nodded, concealing his spear behind a massive coil of line as thick as his wrist. He grabbed a bucket from one of the men and went below to the hold, where the sand was stored. He passed Niadh and Toby on the way. “What’s the sand for?” Trystan asked the lad.

“Soak up the blood, save footing, and put out the fires.”

Two by two, Trystan lugged buckets of sand and secured the handles on bronze hooks along the sides. The watch changed just after sunset. Those on deck went below for a quick meal. Still queasy, he passed on Giles’s offer of food.

Ealga sent Trystan a steady stream of images of dirty, lash-striped men with matted hair. Rowing hard with the wind, they closed on their larger prey.

The Sunrisen’s two side rudders and the foremost artemon sail on the bow steered her to take best advantage of the wind. Her mainsail strained to its limit. Even so, she was no match for the smaller, lighter, and swifter galley. The pirates took the advantage of oar as well as sail. Although her full-to-bursting cargo holds weighed her down, the Sunrisen rode too high on the water for oars to be of any use.

The sun set with that ever-present ghost stalking just within sight. As darkness swelled, Reed ordered all lights extinguished. Trystan recalled Ealga. The eagle was a creature of daylight and the darkness hampered her vision. Reed came up as Ealga settled herself on the sternpost. “Get some rest. We change shift in four bells.”

~ * ~

“I hate waiting the worst.” Giles dropped onto the floor of Trystan’s cabin. Toby was fast asleep, his cheek resting in Niadh’s rough black fur.

“Sleep while you can.” Trystan closed his eyes and let his mind float free.

He sought the moon paths, followed them across the churning waters to the other ship. Niadh walked the beams with him in man-form, bearing the familiar black hair and beard and silver eyes, through the mists of the dream state that allowed a guardian’s body to rest while his mind worked through a problem. “Blood and fire. To take a ship, you must stop her. How to stop a ship without sinking her?”

“Slash a sail, crack a rudder.”

Trystan frowned at bows and arrows on the pirate vessel, grappling hooks on coiled lines, knotted nets with more grappling hooks along the edges. Bridges to connect two bobbing ships and allow men to cross between. Once aboard, it was all hack-and-slash until one side or the other gained the advantage.

Fight he would. Death was less fearsome than slavery.

“Everything living dies,” Niadh agreed. “Rest now. They’ll not catch us afore dawn.”

~ * ~

Trystan’s mind returned to his body. He swore he’d just closed his eyes when a horn sounded from up on deck. The effect on the men was instantaneous, as if struck by a backlash from distant lightning. They poured up the companionway stairs and through the open hatchway onto the deck, snatched leather breastplates and bronze-and-leather helmets from where they’d been stashed at the bow, guarded by the peacock figurehead. Trystan grabbed his own dragon-scale hauberk but disdained a helmet. He preferred clear vision in a fight, trusting his own enhanced speed to duck a head blow. Most of the men took up shields and weapons—bows and arrows, hatchets, and knives. Reed alone wore chain mail and carried a sword. There’d be no mistaking who was the captain when the pirates boarded. Mick, the boson, had a broad-axe and a mace that would have done any riever proud. Trystan was the sole spear-wielder.

Just a few men remained working as sailors, taking positions at the rudders or sheets to keep the Sunrisen on her course toward the safety of Lighthaven. The rest donned the garb of temporary soldiers. Giles, armed with bow and arrows, scrambled up to the crow’s nest. Trystan joined Mick at the stern, guarding the armored but unarmed men at the rudders.

The pirate vessel was but a galley length off the starboard stern. The pirates howled and screamed obscenities at the merchantmen. Mick scowled. “Just like wolves.”

Trystan glared. They sounded naught like the deep, mystical calling of wolves on the hunt. Crows or jackals, mayhap—all raucous bluster. “Ealga, fly. Watch.”

The eagle launched herself into the air, winged over the pursuing galley. The enemy aimed drawn bows skyward for a first volley.

“Shields up!” Reed roared.

They could probably hear the man in the unseen port of Lighthaven.

The merchantmen raised their shields just in time to intercept the deluge of arrows. Trystan positioned his over his rudder man, Jan, and himself. Ealga drifted in the galley’s wake, well back of the attack.

“Return fire!”

Reed’s archers obeyed. The resulting screams told Trystan the pirates were less skilled at dodging. Not a few were unarmed rowers, poor bastards.

Arrows rained from the morning sky. Their shields prevented any injury. Mick grinned. “We’re better armed than most of their prey. We’ll not be easily taken.”

Thinking of wee Toby below, Trystan hoped so.

“I’ve got Toby. Focus—and be careful.”

Through Ealga’s eyes, Trystan watched an oarsman yank an arrow from his shoulder. One of the pirates, rather than helping the wounded man, stabbed him in the back with his cutlass. Trystan clenched his jaw. If ’twas the fate of one who’d outlived his usefulness on the other ship, then death was indeed preferable to capture. He braced his legs against the roll of the deck and gripped his spear with his shield-hand, leaving one hand free for throwing knives and axes.

The galley drew alongside, and the near rowers shipped their oars as pirates tossed grappling hooks into the various lines. Giles took out the saboteurs, but there were so many—too many. One enemy archer fired a grapnel at the artemon. It tore through the sailcloth. The artemon collapsed, no longer able to hold the wind. Other pirates aimed at the mainsail with the same intent, and as the torn canvas leaked, softened, the Sunrisen slowed. Without propulsion, the rudders were nigh useless. What good steering when you couldn’t move?

Corsairs cast a weighted net. Its hooks caught in the bulwark railing, and the invaders scrambled across. Reed and a handful of merchantmen greeted them. The first wave died at their hands, but there were more nets, more pirates. The defenders were forced back, and battle ensued. Brutal, fast and furious, all hack-and-slash. No quarter asked, nor given. The deck ran red with blood, but no time to grab a bucket. ’Twas for later.

Pirates swarmed aft. Mick threw the first axe, followed by Trystan’s. The first two corsairs dropped. Those that followed ran over them. Trystan only had time for one more throw. He grabbed his spear in his free hand and brought the shield to bear. Pirates crashed into it. Trystan bent his knees to absorb the force, one foot sliding behind him to brace. Then he shoved back, using converted Badger scrap to throw the enemy clear, far enough for him to thrust with his spear. The skewered man looked shocked as he died, his sword clattering to the deck.

Jan, no longer needed for rudder work, released the tiller and rolled under Trystan’s spear to grab the sword, bringing it up to make short work of another invader. Trystan set into the rhythm of battle—brace, shove, thrust. Ealga plunged from the sky to rake a pirate’s eyes. He cursed.

Why couldn’t females—eagle or human—follow a simple order? Stay clear of the fray, where ’twas safe? That her attack was effective wasn’t the point.

Niadh snorted in Trystan’s mind. “I’m telling your mother. You’d think you’d given up with your sister, but you’re a slow learner…even for a Badger.”

Trystan didn’t bother to reply. The sounds and smells of battle loomed on the edge of his focus. Blood and sweat, fear and rage, screams and curses. What kind of man died for mere possessions, risked death to steal what was not his, died on the point of a spear rather than earn his own way? ’Twas like fighting rievers, men without honor or decency. They didn’t just seek to steal the Sunrisen from her men, but from the merchantmen’s kin. The women and bairns waiting back home for their men to return with money enough to afford them a life. Stealing from them was out of the question.

Sweat ran into his eyes, but he couldn’t spare the moment to wipe it away. His hair stuck to his forehead. He surveyed the deck. One of the Sunrisen crew went down just behind Reed. The captain battled the leader of the invaders. The corsair swung at Reed’s face and the Sunrisen’s leader jerked backward, only to stumble over his own man. Trystan reacted by instinct alone, flinging his shield at the corsair captain. The sharp, hammered edge of the bronze disc caught him beneath the chin. Trystan released his spear, freed two axes, then waded into the fray. He fought his way to Reed.

“My thanks,” the man shouted above the din.

With the loss of their leader, wouldn’t the pirates retreat? He never figured their savagery would increase. They fought like men possessed by demons, as if ’twas no going back. He found himself the target for their revenge. An arrow bounced off his hauberk, the dragon scale too slick and tight for penetration by so wee a weapon. A corsair swung his sword at his unprotected head. Trystan shied, blocked the blow with his axe, and returned a strike of his own. Reed tried to protect his back, but the enemy surrounded them.

Another man, beady-eyed and feral, attacked with a cutlass. Trystan spun to parry, and one of the other corsairs ducked under his reach, slamming an enormous studded morning star into the back of his left thigh.

Ealga screamed for him as Trystan’s leg collapsed, and he fell to the blood-slick deck. Reed and Mick cleared away the attackers. Trystan’s whole world shrank down to simple pain. Burning pain, like demon-acid, the kind that peeled the mind away and left the nerve exposed. A pain that left room for naught else.

Niadh seized his mind, clouded it, then placed himself between Trystan and the agony enough for him to regain himself. 

“Focus. Pain’s our friend. Tells us we’re not dead yet.”

Trystan clenched his jaw. He struggled to clear his mind, to rise above his body so he could assess the damage. He turned his head to see and wished he hadn’t. His leg looked as if he’d been used to bait bears. The blow missed the main blood vessels, but the bone was shattered. Splintered shards buried into torn flesh and mangled layers of muscle.

Dimly aware of Ealga raking the battleground, no longer able to control her, he struggled against the overwhelming urge to shift, to turn. His superstitious newfound friends might kill him themselves. Although he could shift anytime, he depended on the power of the full moon for healing and rejuvenation. The new moon was growing, but its powers were still negligible. He dared not shift but dared not wait.

“I can heal,” he echoed Niadh’s earlier words. “Slow, like any other creature.”

At least until the full moon.

~ * ~

The corsairs were annihilated to the last man. The Sunrisen had no brig for prisoners. Reed ordered the corsairs’ bodies tossed overboard, then sent men across to the smaller vessel to rescue the oarsmen and salvage what food, drink, and cargo they could.

Mick and Jan carried Trystan to Doc. The man splinted the leg and poured relag tea into the wound. “I’ll not lie to you.” His voice carried over the groans of the other fallen. “If the wound sours, you’ll lose the leg.”

“Nay. Leave the wound unsewn and bound with relag and waxroot. I’m a fast healer. I just need time and rest.”

Doc frowned but packed the wound with shaved waxroot, wrapping the leg in bandages soaked in relag tea. “I’ve dream-wine. You might wish for a drop or two.”

“Nay.” He didn’t dare. Dream-wine was a potent painkiller but left the patient softheaded. If his mind weakened, instinct would take the upper hand. He’d shift to heal, against his better judgment and regardless of the phase of the moon. “I could use a drop of drenieval whiskey.”

“You’re in luck,” Giles said from the doorway. “Guess what the corsair cap’n had stashed in his cabin? Greedy bastard. Better used on the hero of the day, I say, and as luck would have it, our cap’n agrees.”

He handed Doc a cup, and Trystan caught the sharp, fiery scent of home as Doc raised him up and held the cup to his lips. It flowed through him like molten fyre from Mt. Aege, searing away the pain and distant numbness.

“All the comforts of home. I’ll be fine. You’ll see. I’m a tough old bastard, too mean to die. Ask anyone.” He lay back and closed his eyes.

~ * ~

Time passed in disjointed shifts. Despite Arcadian medicines, Trystan’s nose told him first his leg had soured.

Doc gave him the bad news as he shivered in his improvised bed on the table. “You’ve caught a fever. The poison spreads. I want to try a remedy from Rhattany that sometimes works.” He crumbled moldy bread, wrapped it in relag-soaked linen, then applied it to the wound.

“Breadcrumbs?” Trystan lifted an eyebrow as he drank a bitter concoction of willow bark and rose hips.

“’Tis not the bread but the mold. Don’t ask me why, but mold sometimes helps a bad wound. I’ve made a broth with rondane root and seaweed. Don’t you curl your lip at me. You need to keep up your strength.”

“Hold on. You must wait.”

Trystan tried, through rounds of medicines and liquid food, passed from burning hot to freezing cold and back again. Ever the moon loomed larger in the night sky. The tingle of it under his skin was unbearable, irresistible. He stretched out his hands, saw the ripple of bone, the first shimmer of fur. He fought to hold on to the human, when everything within screamed to turn, to heal. Niadh helped as much as he could, but ultimately the battle was Trystan’s. Never had he imagined the hardest battle would be against himself.

Doc jiggled him awake. “Best take the leg off, above the wound. Clean flesh can heal. Otherwise, it poisons your whole body, and we may yet lose you altogether.”

“Nay.” Trystan shivered with cold, with fever, but his mind was clear enough to comprehend. He just needed two more nights. He could hold on for two more nights, no matter how much the beast within snarled.

“Storm brews. If we don’t do it now, we won’t be able to do it later. I’m good, but even I can’t do surgery when the room tosses me one way and my patient the other, and all my instruments slide off the table onto the deck.”

“I said nay. Giles says we’re almost to Lighthaven. If I’m to die, I’ll do it on dry land and in one piece.” Trystan set his jaw. “Have you…maggots?”

“We have.”

“Might work to clean the wound, aye?”

“Barbaric notion, but aye, they would. All right. We’ve naught to lose at this point.”

Trystan barely noticed the man’s return. His jaw shifted, his fangs lengthened. Niadh nudged his hand. His hand. Not paw, hand. Trystan focused. Hand. Man. Human. Two more nights. He could hold on that long. Shift in the pouring light of the full moon, heal, and shift back. He was strong, badger-strong. Wolves had naught on the stubbornness of badgers. He could wait.




 

 

 

 

Two

 

Finora stood at the edge of the cliff. She stared out over the harbor and the breakwater. Her gaze swept across the open sea toward the distant horizon. The drop in air pressure dragged at her skin. In the waning daylight, clouds boiled up. The waves built a churning restlessness as Cilaniestra awakened. The wind whipped Finora’s long sable tresses about her, and she braided them back, knotting the end. She stared up at the Light, at the mortal defiance of the ravenous sea goddess who claimed Her Tithe in blood and lives.

Long had selkies and their merfolk cousins watched humans sail across the surface of the deep, against all common sense. Could they swim? Not hardly. Could they breathe underwater? Nay. Could they hold their breath underwater? Not for any useful period. And when they sank like stones, they were vulnerable to the crushing pressure of the deep.

Yet still they went out in their fragile boats. Day in and day out. Cilaniestra demanded Her Toll and the survivors put another name on the Memorial Wall of Mermaid Pub, drank themselves sick, then went back out the next day to tempt their own fates. ’Twas utter madness.

’Twas that foolhardy courage which had first drawn her. She’d been curious to see what manner of creature could be so…chalgrecois. Did they not value their lives? Did they worship death? What drove them?

She had to know. So she’d crawled from the sea on that long-ago night, slipped free of her sealskin to walk among them. The music from Mermaid Pub floated across the shore, and the lights and smoke lured her in. And there he sat, smoking a pipe and contemplating the full moon. That accursed burning moon.

Bran the handsome. Bran the charmer.

Bran the lying, treacherous shark who’d taken her precious sealskin and hidden it away, trapping her on land for seven long years. Away from her kin, from her friends. From Prince Matteo, the selkie bull she’d been bound to. Her sire, King Griogair, had hoped binding her to King Freine’s son, from the neighboring pod, would strengthen their own position in the greater selkie hierarchy. Instead, she’d borne two offspring to her abductor, tainted by their half-human blood. The elitist Matteo would have none of her now. And Bran was gone, lost to the sea and the Tithe of human souls Cilaniestra demanded in exchange for the harvesting of her fish. Only the goddess knew the location of her skin.

Finora started back home, where Storm guarded the wee ones playing in the heather. The dog was an excellent nursemaid.

But when she approached the three, Storm faced the clouds, his nose twitching. Braeca appeared anxious. Three-year-old Ioain alone seemed oblivious to the tension. He was his father’s son, with none of his mother’s or his sister’s sensitivities.

“What’s wrong, Poppet?”

Six-year-old Braeca shivered in the rising wind. “Bad dream kinda night, Mama.”

At least Braeca just dreamed storms. Thus far she was spared the deaths. “Time to go inside. Don’t want you to get wet and catch a chill.”

Braeca rolled her eyes. “We don’t get chills, Mama.”

’Twas the truth. Finora’s blood prevented her offspring from getting normal human childhood diseases, even as Bran’s blocked selkie ailments. Braeca and Ioain were as accident prone as any other wee ones their age, but illness never touched them. Not so much as a sniffle.

“Don’t sass your mama, Poppet. Let’s get inside now.”

They ran ahead of her into the cottage at the foot of the Light. Storm lumbered behind her. Before he went inside, he turned one last time to eye the growing tempest and whined.

Finora stroked his floppy black ears. “Come inside now. With any luck there’ll be naught for us to do tonight.”

He shook himself and drool flew as he followed her. Finora shut and bolted the door against the wind. She lit the beeswax candles on the table. Her last pot of lilac honey glowed like amber.

While Braeca and Ioain played with blocks in the corner, Finora started a fire in the hearth and grabbed a kettle. Crossing the plank floor to an unassuming door, she entered the well house, shivering as she uncovered the well and raised enough water for a pot of soup. Strategic cracks in the walls took advantage of the cooling wind. Even in
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